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The artist must be blind to distinctions between ‘recognized’ or ‘unrecognized’ conventions of form, deaf to the transitory teaching and demands of his particular age. He must watch only the trend of the inner need, and hearken to its words alone. Then he will with safety employ means both sanctioned and forbidden by his contemporaries.


Wassily Kandinsky, Concerning the Spiritual in Art







Oona


I was worried about my heart. I don’t know why. It’s strange of me. I thought I should speak with someone. Maybe a mystic, my mother, a priest? Or keep it private? But then doctors? I would need them in the end. I chose a hospital. They couldn’t find anything. Nothing wrong. Nothing, at all, was wrong. And so, I insisted. Check again, please. I was so very worried. What would I do if my heart were to fail completely? I knew it was broken. And I couldn’t go on. I told them that. I told them. But the tests revealed nothing they said. Please! Run all of the tests just once more! Do it, check again! Sometimes, when you insist, something has to happen. Sometimes, something, will happen.


I have been fitted with a pacemaker. From now on it will do some of the work. My heart is assisted, it has help. And finally, finally, I am not alone. I do not have to rely only on flesh, only on blood. Not anymore. Part of me is mechanical and that makes me feel much better.


I needed that, inside my body. An electrical device and its tiny circuitry. They continued to say it. Nothing was wrong. Nothing at all. But I feel so much better. No longer am I frail. I am not just meat and bones and blood.











Mr Yoneyama


It was usual, normal. Lovely and natural. All of these things. Mrs Yoneyama began to settle down on the futon with their three offspring, Chieko, Mieko and Taro. Three, five and seven. Girl, girl, boy. They had played late into the evening and finally it was time to turn in. They had kissed their father goodnight and little Chieko had run back for an extra squeeze, that spirit-lift of a hug. She had giggled and sighed. Then she ran off to the others and the calls from their mum to hurry now. School tomorrow.


Mr Yoneyama paused, feeling the tatami through his socks, placing his toes on the surface of the mat one by one, an easy exercise. A simple sensory pleasure. So necessary. He could hear his family’s gentle chatter, laughs and cooing. His son argued a little with the eldest of his sisters, but his wife restored order so gently. It was her skill. The children.


He checked doors were locked, that things were in place, he dried a few things on the draining board at the sink. Switched out the lights.


They each called in turn Oyasumi, and he replied to their goodnight chorus with a shiver in his voice and somewhat quietly. It was usual, normal. What other families did. Sleeping, separately. Father. Family.


In the room across the way, mother and children were choosing their positions on the large futon. They each shuffled about in their sleep, but so at ease with one another, so much at peace, a perfect murmuration.









My Yoneyama lay on his futon in a separate room. He had meant to tell his wife something. How he was feeling about work of late, how the pace of things was getting him down. How there was really quite some stress at the office. On his commute even, if he was totally truthful. And he had wanted to hear about her day, and wondered, was she happy? And yet they never really talked, there was never really the time, the space, the intimacy. But it’s no good to wallow, he told himself. And he mustn’t let himself get down. He should lighten his thoughts before sleeping. How to do this? He pulled his toes in under the covers. This season the nights held a chill.


He would like them to make a nice plan for the weekend. Yes, and certainly, about this, they should talk, they should talk a lot! A family trip. It could really be fun, bring them all together. But no matter just now. Tomorrow. Yes, he sighed, still the presence of stress in his heart. They could talk and plan tomorrow.


He listened to his family’s gentle movements as they drifted further away and deeper into sleep. You cannot disturb such a scene, cannot add or remove anyone. The sleepers enjoy their skinship and it was essential. He knew that. It was good for the children, good for the mother. Good for each of them to be part of that.


He rolled over, his hand resting on the cold tatami. He had better try to sleep.




Sachiko and Saeko


Altogether things had worked out well. Sachiko, now newly housed, placed Panda on the cupboard by her books and moved Saeko san’s kokeshi dolls to one side. That should be alright. Perhaps she could get a box and take them all upstairs and Saeko could find a home for them up there.


She pulled out the futon and lay down a moment to reflect on the day’s events, for had she not been overheard in the local Seven Eleven, then for sure she wouldn’t even be here. If her friend, Kaori, hadn’t sounded so horrified that she was about to find herself homeless again, then Saeko wouldn’t have taken notice, wouldn’t have intervened.—Being nosy is one thing, and generally a bad thing, but taking a neighbourly interest in a young woman’s plight is a sign of great empathy and care.—And so, a keen ear and the simple act of over-hearing had led to an offer by a kind stranger, Saeko, to take her in. For a fee of course. Rent. Sachiko wasn’t a stray cat after all. Sachiko picked up on the dry wit, and though it would be easy to be taken aback, she rather liked it.


Saeko had shown the young woman around, asked if she minded living with small dogs as she had two, and offered her a modest room on the lower floor. A room she no longer used. It was dusty, but it was fine. It was small, very small, but it was fine. And it boasted its own neat bathroom, separate toilet and a small kitchen area. Perfect just for one.


Saeko called down from the floor above. She was going to make them tea. There were things to discuss. Sachiko skipped up the wooden stairs and joined her new landlady, grateful and relieved to feel safe again.


There were a few ground rules for living in Saeko’s house but nothing too heavy. And as they chatted away, soon on a lighter level, it was as though they already seemed comfortable with one another. Sachiko let her shoulders relax for the first time that day. The first time in a week! This was good, wasn’t it? Really good.


Sachiko’s eager optimism however, had run ahead too quickly and when Saeko began discussing her own life, she was quite the past master at appearing to be open whilst actually revealing very little. It made things somewhat uneasy. Saeko said that she was in her mid-forties, but to Sachiko she seemed older, perhaps by as much as ten years, more even. And she had a ‘good job’ and went out to work but it wasn’t at all clear what she did. She danced around the topic, suddenly cutting to something more neutral. Tea. No, she didn’t readily volunteer much real information about her world at all. – On their way from the convenience store earlier on, Sachiko remembered that the woman had told her that she wasn’t married. But had she been? Divorced then? Or had he died, and…? Gay? Sachiko mused over questions that it wasn’t polite to ask while Saeko fetched more tea, bancha and a plate of small sweet cookies from a local artisan store. They both knew the store well and this provided a very good, if overly formal moment between them, each recognising the other’s good taste, and Sachiko was made to feel that she was being treated very well indeed being offered something she could ill afford herself.


Saeko knelt again at the other side of the table. Then, after sipping her tea and slipping off her socks, she produced a notebook and gently set out to address a list of necessary questions that she had written down, for, having taken in a stranger she had better make checks as far as she was able. It was clear now that the somewhat casual rules laid out earlier were just the opener and Sachiko now felt her character under scrutiny. But, as Saeko told her, there wasn’t only herself to consider but the dogs. Two small Yorkshire Terriers now licked Saeko’s toes and pranced about behind her picking up the cookie crumbs.


Sachiko endeavoured to answer as well and as honestly as she could. She was twenty-two, educated to high-school level, hadn’t done very well, hadn’t had a clear idea of her future, had favoured working in a bookstore, for example: an antiquarian one for that might be especially interesting. At this Saeko looked away and seemed to roll her eyes. Sachiko thought it best then to keep details to a minimum. In trying to sound interesting or something approximating a worthwhile human-being it might appear that she was showing off.


Is that true? About the bookshop? Saeko asked. Yes. It was. True. Completely. But somehow Sachiko found herself retracting what she’d said, for it did, just at that moment, seem untrue.


At present she worked as an assistant at a local kindergarten. Her role was to fill up the paint pots, prepare craft items, take the little ones to the loo and so forth. Saeko had stopped listening. She yawned. Then she stared at the backs of her hands. Did Sachiko enjoy that work? With children? Sachiko replied that indeed, she did. Both women fell quiet. The dogs sniffed about the tatami. Sachiko decided not to add anything further for fear, again, of appearing to embellish. Just the simple facts. Quick, short, clear. That might be best from here on in.


The rent was agreed upon, to be paid monthly, cash, in advance. No male callers, in fact, no callers at all without prior arrangement. But that all seemed fair and correct. It was quite a thing to let a stranger into your home, you wouldn’t want them traipsing in a whole lot of other strangers too. And so, with all the uncomfortable money detail complete, it seemed that the dogs could finally be introduced. Rather strangely, it appeared that this was how the women would seal their contract, as though nothing more formal was required, no signatures, blood or sacrifice. The mood was once more friendly and easy. But just for a moment, Sachiko sensed that it was odd here, in this place, and with this woman. Really odd. She wasn’t sure why. Just a sense of something. No matter. Silly to question things when they had just taken this wonderful turn for the better. For they had, mostly. And she liked dogs and permitted herself the easy distraction. Meet Mozart and Clementine! The names seemed to delight, and their owner heartily lapped up the flattery that ensued. Saeko, it turned out, had been quite the traveller in her youth. She had once tasted the sweetest clementine on a visit to Spain and had listened to Mozart in Vienna. She had danced a tango… somewhere; and in London, had tea at The Ritz…


The two little dogs were now permitted to cover the newcomer in kisses. They jumped on and off her lap in a frantic jealous game. Sachiko was not so much in awe as pleased by the stories behind the dogs’ names and warmed by the inclusion in part of Saeko’s private world. If all of that was real. If it was true. Probably it was. Mostly. People, some people, do live lives like that. For sure. Truly colourful lives. And anyway, what did it even matter? Everything would be alright, and living with sweet little pets would be so very lovely. Things were good. She petted the dogs and smiled.


Saeko pulled her haori about her, caressing her breasts a little as she did so and lowering her gaze. She wondered at how deep an impression she was having on the young woman whom she thought seemed almost to yelp in response to her stories of international travel and adventure. It was the same girlish sound used when she had witnessed her explaining her housing predicament to her friend in the convenience store. And it was nice to see this lack of control. It was fresh. Alive. It was the reason she had intervened so forcefully. Insisted she come and stay. She liked her. She liked the noises she made.
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